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A Learning Alberta 

Alberta will be a province where all Albertans have access to higher learning 
opportunities. It will be a province that aggressively seizes the opportunities of the future 
by leveraging the skills, talents and imaginations of its citizens. And it will be a province 
that will enjoy even greater success in the century ahead thanks to a solid foundation and 
legacy of higher learning that we will create together. 

Albertans will be inspired to reach their full potential through advanced learning - to 
move beyond where they are now to where they can be. But most of all, Alberta will 
become a true learning province, where advanced education and lifelong learning is the 
cornerstone of a healthy, prosperous and progressive society. 



Dave Hancock, Riverbend Ragg-Times 
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Executive Summary 

This document provides supporting information for Alberta Advanced Education’s A 
Learning Alberta initiative. The initiative aims to establish a new vision and policy 
framework to guide Alberta’s advanced education system through current and future 
challenges. This document identifies key data and trends for Alberta and other 
jurisdictions based on four themes - accessibility, quality, affordability and innovation. 

Accessibility 

Ensuring reasonable access to advanced education studies is a key issue for government 
as well as students and their families, given the broad range of personal and societal 
benefits that result from a well-educated population. 

Between 1997-98 and 2002-03 total enrolment at Alberta’s publicly funded post- 
secondary institutions increased 22.2%, with growth stronger in the private university 
college sector and lower in the technical institute sector. On a program basis, enrolment 
growth was higher in apprenticeship, certificate, university transfer, applied degree and 
master’s programs compared to trade certificate, diploma and skill training programs. 
Enrolment growth of females exceeded that of males for the system as a whole over this 
time period, with the gender gap most pronounced within the university and college 
sectors. 

Compared to other provinces, Alberta has had among the highest advanced education 
enrolment increases in the country since 1997-98. Alberta had the third highest increase 
in full-time college enrolments, the highest increase in both full and part-time university 
undergraduate enrolments, and the second highest increase in both full and part-time 
university graduate enrolments. 

Quality 

Given the substantial investment that individuals make when enrolled in Alberta’s 
advanced education system, quality outcomes are a critical consideration when assessing 
the success of the system. 

In terms of advanced education completion rates, between 1999-00 and 2002-03 
Alberta’s university completion rate declined slightly from 64% to 61% while the 
college/technical institute completion rate also declined slightly from 62% to 59%. 
Between 1997-98 and 2002-03, Alberta’s apprenticeship completion rate increased 
slightly from 75% to 76%. 

Despite the lower rates, the number of credentials awarded by Alberta’s publicly funded 
post- secondary institutions has increased in recent years. Between 1997-98 and 2002-03, 
credentials awarded system- wide have increased 26.7%, with growth stronger in the 
private university college sector and lower in the technical institute sector (similar to the 




trend observed with enrolments). On a program basis, there was strong growth in 
credentials awarded for certificate, applied degree, bachelor’s degree and master’s degree 
programs, with lower growth (and even decreases) in skill training, trade certificate, 
diploma and earned doctorate credentials awarded. 

On an inter-provincial basis, Alberta had the fourth highest increase in the number of 
college certificate and diplomas awarded since 1997, the second highest increase in 
bachelor’s and other undergraduate degrees, as well as the highest increase in master’s 
degrees awarded. However, from 1997 to 2001 the number of earned doctorates awarded 
within Canada decreased, with Alberta mirroring the national trend. 

Alberta continues to have among the highest educated population within Canada. In 
2003, Alberta had the fourth lowest proportion of its age 15 plus population with less 
than high school completion as their highest level of educational attainment. Similarly, 
Alberta had the third highest proportion of its population with a university undergraduate 
degree and the fifth highest proportion with a graduate degree. 

Affordability 

The financial investment in advanced education is substantial, not only for students and 
their fa mi lies who contribute through the payment of tuition and other fees, but also for 
taxpayers and for institutions who contribute through the generation of other revenues 
that are used to support the teaching function. 

In terms of total expenditures on advanced education, between 1997-98 and 2001-02 
Alberta had the fifth highest increase in total expenditures on trade/vocational education, 
the highest increase in college sector expenditures, and the highest increase in university 
sector expenditures. On a per student basis, by 1999-00 Alberta had the third highest and 
fourth highest per student expenditures within the college and university sectors 
respectively. 

For public expenditures on advanced education (this excludes contributions made by 
students and their families), Alberta continues to rank well compared to other provinces. 
Between 1997-98 and 2001-02 Alberta had the fifth highest increase in public 
expenditures on trade/vocational education, the highest increase in college sector public 
expenditures, and the third highest increase in university sector public expenditures. 

Alberta also has a strong student financial assistance program to ensure that financial 
need is not a barrier to advanced education studies. Between 1997-98 and 2003-04 total 
needs-based student financial assistance increased 38.2%, with the increase in non- 
repayable grants outpacing the increases in repayable loan assistance. Additionally, 
between 1997-98 and 2003-04 there was a 201.0% increase in the amount of merit-based 
scholarships awarded. 




The substantial increases in non-repayable grants and scholarships have helped Alberta 
students graduate with among the lowest net government debt in the country. Alberta 
college graduates had the fourth lowest debt, bachelor’s graduates had the second lowest 
debt, while master’s and earned doctorate graduates had the third lowest and lowest net 
government debt amounts respectively. 

Innovation 

Innovation activities such as research and commercialization are important aspects of 
Alberta’s advanced education system in that they contribute to the creation of new 
knowledge, products and services that advance Alberta’s economy, and improve the 
health and well being of Albertans and others. 

Total sponsored research revenues are an important measure of institutions’ success in 
leveraging research funding from various granting councils, agencies and private sources. 
Between 1997-98 and 2002-03 sponsored research revenue in Alberta increased 84.7%, 
below the national average and the fourth lowest increase in the country. Total gross 
expenditures on research and development (GERD), another measure of research activity, 
confirm that Alberta had a below average increase in research activity between 1997 and 
2001. However, when GERD is compared on a per capita basis, Alberta had the third 
highest expenditure level (after Ontario and Quebec). 

GERD as a percentage of a jurisdiction’s economic output (measured as gross domestic 
product) is an internationally recognized measure of relative research intensity. Due to 
Alberta’s high gross domestic product, it had one of the lowest GERD to economic 
output ratios in the country (1.0%). Similarly, Canada’s ratio of 1.8% was below many 
other jurisdictions, including knowledge economy competitors such as Japan, the United 
States, Germany and France. 

Measures of commercialization indicate that Alberta’s two research- intensive universities 
are able to compete with other research-intensive institutions across the country. 
Specifically, the University of Calgary consistently obtained higher than average results 
for measures of license revenues, invention disclosures, patents issued and start-up 
companies formed, while the University of Alberta also ranked well on these 
commercialization measures. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Alberta’s advanced education system is facing a number of significant challenges over 
the next decade and beyond including increasing demand for advanced education 
learning opportunities, ongoing integration of technology into the teaching and research 
environment, globalization, the need to transition to a knowledge economy, the need to 
provide a breadth or programming to be responsive to learner demands, and continuing 
expansion of research and creation of new knowledge. In considering future challenges 
and opportunities it is also important to consider Alberta’s progress over the past. 

This document reviews Alberta’s advanced education system for the period 1997-98 
onwards. 1997-98 was selected as the base year because it provides several years worth 
of data and complements an earlier analysis: Profile of Alberta ’s Adult Learning System: 
A Context for Discussion.' 

1.1 Policy Context 

Alberta’s Minister of Advanced Education has initiated a comprehensive review of the 
province’s advanced education system. This initiative, A Learning Alberta , will identify 
a new vision as well as policy outcomes for the system. Together the vision and policy 
framework will work towards creation of a learning society in Alberta - one that inspires 
and motivates all Albertans to participate in advanced education learning opportunities 
throughout their lifetime - to maximize their own potential and to maximize their 
contributions to society, Alberta’s economy, and future generations. 

To assist in development of the vision and policy framework, three discussion documents 
have been prepared: Ensuring Affordability in Alberta ’s Advanced Education System', 
Investing in Alberta ’s Advanced Education System', and Advanced Education in Rural 
Alberta: Challenges and Opportunities. Each discussion document identifies key issues, 
outlines challenges to achieving policy objectives, and identifies advanced education 
system opportunities. A fourth document. Advanced Education: A Cross-jurisdictional 
Overx’iew of Accessibility, Affordability and Quality, provides background on advanced 
education programs and policies in other jurisdictions. 

This document, the fifth in the series, supports the discussion documents and cross- 
jurisdictional overview by presenting historical data and trends. These trends can help 
inform stakeholder discussions, and in turn, support the review’s goal of developing a 
new vision and policy framework for Alberta’s advanced education system. 



1 http://www.advancededucation.gov.ab.ca/pubstats/AdultLearn/PostSecProfile.pdf. 




